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Excerpt from the story  
 

Symbiosis 
 

By David Beynon 
 

Damp gravel crunched beneath the soles of a shuffling set of 

ragged New Balance running shoes.  The upturned collar of his 

denim jacket did nothing to keep the constant drizzle from 

crawling down his neck, biting him with an unaccustomed chill.    

There was a time when his eyes would have burned in this near 

darkness with unparalleled clarity.  Not now.  Now he squinted 

like a feeble myopic old wretch, struggling to focus on his 

hands eighteen inches from his face.  

They were ghastly, skeletal things, his hands.  Gaunt and 

pallid, the skin hanging from his long, brittle fingers 

glistening in the drizzle like the belly of a frog.  He tried to 

steady them, but they trembled and with each tremble, each 

stuttering tremor, he could feel his life slipping away.   

Starvation. 

Oh, he’d known hunger.  Many times.  Hunger and Ray were age 

old acquaintances.  He well knew the gnawing, persistent ache, 

the yearning in his jaw, the burning of his throat, the coiled 

tension in the pit of his stomach.  These he knew well and could 

deal with. 

But starvation… Starving was another beast entirely. 



Ray touched his face, his fingertips navigating an alien 

landscape.  His eyes were sunken into pits with harsh, sharp 

edges.  His cheekbones were a pair of mountains that descended 

into valleys etched deep into the sides of his face. Beneath 

cracked lips, he could feel receding gums set against a wall of 

loosening teeth. 

This can’t be how it ends. 

Ray looked up.  To his left stood a wooden post crowned by a 

white mailbox.  Stencilled in black paint: “A and B. W. Smith”. 

He peered down the driveway into inky blackness.  He caught a 

pang of something down that darkened drive that was both 

compelling and forbidding.  He breathed deeply through his nose, 

exhaled a staccato whimper and made a decision. 

At the end of the driveway stood a neat, well cared for house 

with white siding and black trim.  Ray’s gaze drifted to the 

porch steps, then higher to the unadorned front door.  He tilted 

his head and sniffed the night air. 

No dogs, he thought, and then looked above the door.  No 

sentry lights, either. 

Expending a staggering amount of effort, Ray climbed the 

three steps onto the covered front porch.  He began to run his 

fingers through his tangled hair, abandoning the effort when he 

encountered hopelessly tangles.  

Gaunt, bony knuckles rapped against the wooden door. 



He heard a host of sounds from within the house:  A rustling, 

the snap of newsprint being briskly folded, the scrape of a 

chair against the floor.  There were footfalls beyond the door, 

then a click; the porch light sprung to life.  Ray winced, 

turning his face away from the dim illumination. 

Beyond the door, Ray heard a man clear his throat.  A 

deadbolt shifted and the doorknob turned. 

The man framed in the doorway looked Ray up and down, then 

opened the door completely.  “You don’t look too well,” he said.  

“In fact, no offence, you look like shit.  What can I do for you 

tonight?” 

Ray sniffed, rubbed his face, and then spoke in a raspy 

voice.  “I guess…I guess I’m here to beg.” 

The man closed his eyes and gave his head a gentle shake.  He 

raised his left hand.  Ray saw that he held a long, metal 

flashlight. 

“Two things, friend,” the man said in a voice sounding older 

than he looked.  “First--I’m not going to need this, am I?”  He 

inclined his head toward the flashlight. 

Ray shook his head, his eyes darting from the flashlight to 

the man’s face.  “No… No, sir.” 

“Good.  I am really, really glad to hear that.  Second-- I’ll 

have no one beg on my doorstep.  If you’re so inclined, I’ll 



invite you in out of the cold.  Then we can talk about what you 

need.” 

Ray hesitated.  He looked down at the threshold, then back at 

the man. 

“My name is Barry, by the way,” he said, extending his right 

hand.  Ray, dumbstruck, shook it.  “I know what you are, but I 

don’t know who you are.  How about you come in so we can both 

find out?”  

To be continued… 


